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Abstract

When the polarizer of a normal petrological microscope is rotated at between 2.25 and, 6.25
revolutions per second with the analyzer in position and a biabsorbant section on the stage,
positions of minimum flicker are observed through the eyepiece as the stage is rotated. If
at these positions, d is the angle subtended between the principal vibration axis with maxi-
mum transmission in the section and the privileged direction of the analyzer, the biabsorption
coefficient of the section is given either by the function trn ln tan 0/2Tt (if positive) or
tro ln cot 0/2rl (if negative), where L, is the wavelength in a vacuum of the lieht source
used and t the thickness of the section.

Introduction

Recording the nature of differential absorption
of light by birefringent crystals is common practice
in mineralogical microscopic investigations. How_
ever, a quantitative approach to the study of this
phenomenon for general application is lacking.
Except for the methods outlined by Mandarino
(1959a), which involve either the use of a double
image plate and the visual matching of the brightness
of the two resultant images, or else a specially con_
structed polarizing microscope and compensator
plates, the problem has received little attention.
Nevertheless, an accurate technique for determining
the biabsorption coefficient is available using any
normal petrological microscope without the need
for sophisticated ancillary equipment.

Theory

The light intensity (1) leaving the upper polar
(analyzer) of a polarizing microscope is related to
a, the amplitude of the light emergent from the lower
polar (polarizer), and to c, the angle between the
privileged directions of the two polars by the func_
tion:

I : ka, cos, a

where & is a constant. The value of 1 can thus vary
between 0 (for a = 90o) and ka2 (for o = 0.).

If a section of a uniaxial crystal cut parallel to
the optic axis is placed between the polarizer and
analyzer, the light of amplitude a emerging from the

polarizer is resolved into two orthogonal components
on entering the crystal. These components on leaving
the crystal will be out of phase with one another by
an amount depending upon the birefringence of the
crystal and the thickness of the section. On resolu-
tion by the analyzer into the same plane, inter-
ference between the two components will occur,
causing a change in the resultant intensity. The
magnitude of this change will, of course, alter with
the value of a (Hartshorne and Stuart, 1970). How-
ever, if this variation in the intensity of the light
transmitted by the analyzer with 

" 
can be eliminated,

the resultant intensity will be the sum of the in-
tensities of the two components or a fixed proportion
thereof. The theory of the technique is based upon
this assumption, and a method whereby it may be
achieved in practice is given later.

I. Conditions of Transrnission lor Non-Pleochroic
Crystols

Let us determine the intensity of the light trans-
mitted by the analyzer for difterent values of a when
one principal vibration axis of the crystal section
described above subtends an angle 0 with the privi-
leged direction of the analyzer.
(A) If a = 0o (Fig. 1), the amplitude of the com-
ponent leaving the section along the reference princi-
pal vibration axis will be a cos 0. and a sin 0 will be
the amplitude of the orthogonal component. On
entering the analyzer these two amplitudes will be
resolved into the plane of the privileged direction

359



360 E. M. DURRANCE

R E F E R E N C E
P R I N C I P A L
V I B R A T I O N
A X I S

P R I V I L E G  E  D

D I R E C T I O N  S

O F  P O L A R S

P O L A R I Z E R
ANALYZ  E  R

(B) If d = 90o (Fig. 2), the amplitudes of the

components leaving the crystal are, as above, c cos

0 and a sin d, but the amplitude of the component

along the reference principal vibration axis is now 4

sin d. On resolution by the analyzer these amplitudes

become a cos 0 sin d and a sin 0 cos 0. The intensity

of the light leaving the analyzer is therefore propor-

tional to the sums of the squares of these amplitudes

and thus to:

2a ' s i n '  gcos 'd  Q)

(C) For a more general solution let us consider

the case when 90o ) a ) 0' (Fig. 3), where c is

measured in the same direction as d; then' using the

same reasoning as above, the intensity of the light

leaving the analyzer is proportional to:

a' cos' 0 cos' (a - q + a' sin' d sin' (a - 0) (3)

lf a = 0, this simplifies to:

a" cos' o @)

2. Conditions of Equ:ality for Non-Pleochroic

Crystals

Let us now find the values of d necessary to ob-

tain equality of intensity of light transmitted by the

analyzer for various values (i and ii) of 
".

( A )  ( i ) o : 0 o ;
(ii) a : 90'.

If such equality exists between (i) a : 0o and (ii)

X
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Frc. 3. Vector diagram of amplitudes for 90' ) o ) 0"'

Notation as in Figure l'

f l n - o .  @ = o c o s ( a - d ) .
i l n -  o c o s  ( a  - 0 ) .  O E  = a  s i n ( o -  a )  s i n a '

& : o c o s ( c - d ) c o s d .

Frc. l. Vector diagram of amplitudes for a - 0"' For

the sake of clarity, the positions of the polarizer and

analyzer privileged directions are shown separated'

Oe (tl. amplitude of the light leaving the polarizer) = a'

On (tne amplitude of the component along the principal

vibration axis at angle I to the privileged direction of

the analYzer) :4 cos 0. _
OC (tfr" amplitude of the component of O-B in the privi-

leged direction of the analyzer) = a cos? 0' -
Ob (ttr" amplitude of the component normal to OB) = a

sin d.
OJ (ttre amplitude of the component of FD in the privi-

leged direction of the analyzer) - a sin' 0.

of the analyzer and thus become a cosz 0 and 4 sin2

d respectively. The intensity of the light leaving the

analyzer is proportional to the sums of the squares
of these two amplitudes, and thus to:

a" sino o * a' coso o (l)
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Frc. 2. Vector diagram of amplitudes for o = 90". Notation
as in Figure 1.

O D - a c o s d .
O E - a c o s o s i n a .

O A =  a .
O B - a s i n P .
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d = 90o, then Eq. (1) equals F;q. (2) so that:

a'sint o * a' cosu d : 2a' sin' d cos' o.

whereupon 0 : 45o.

( B )  ( i ) 9 0 " ) a ) 0 o ;
(ii) a : 90'.

From equations (2) and (3), using the same reason-
ing:

a ' c o s ' o  c o s ' ' ( a  -  d )  +  a ' s i n ' d s i n ' ( a  -  d )

: 2a'sin' 0 cos' 0

so that

2 c o s o o  - c o s ' o - 2 c o s '  d s i n ' ( a -  o )

*  s in ' (a -  d)  :  0 ;

whereupon cos 0 : sin (c - d) (which is true
only when c : 90", the equality used)

o r 2 c o s t d :  I

and 0 : 45".

( c ) ( i ) a :o ;
(i i) a : n0,where n is any integer.

From equations (3) and (4):

a' cos' o cos' (a - o) + e" sin' d sin' (a - g)

: c, cos, d

so that (tan' 0 - 1) sin' (n0 - 0;) : O
then sin' (n0 - 0) : g'

hence n0 : 0
andn: I (which is the

equality used)
o r 0 : O ( w h i c h i s

invalid)
or 0 : 45".

We may therefore conclude that when there is
equal transmission in both principal vibration direc-
tions of the section, the intensity of the light trans-
mitted by the analyzer remains constant for any
value of o 1f 0 = 45" .

3. Conditions of Transnis.yion lor Pleochroic
Crystals

Let us now consider the case of a section in
which biabsorption occurs, by assuming complete
transmission of the component along the reference
principal vibration axis, while transmission of the
orthogonal component is reduced to l/x of its non-

absorbed value. Conditions otherwise remain as
shown in Figures 1 to 3.
(A) If a = 0o, the amplitudes of the components
leaving the section are a cos d in the direction of the
reference principal vibration axis, and a sin 0/x in
the orthogonal direction. On resolution by the ana-
lyzer these become a cos2 g and a sin, 0/x respec-
tively, so that the intensity of the light leaving the
analyzer is proportional to:

a ' s i t t ' d  ,  ,  r  ^
-n- + a- cos' d (5)

(B) If a = 90o, the amplitudes of the components
leaving the section are now q sin 0 in the direction
of the reference principal vibration axis, and a cos
0/x in the orthogonal direction. On resolution by
the analyzer these become a sin 0 cos 0 and a cos d
sm 0/x respectively, so that the intensity of the light
leaving the analyzer is now proportional to;

2 . . ! ^  , ^ ,  u "  c o s t a s i n ' p
d - s r n - d c o s - d + -  

* - - -  
( 6 )

(C) With 90' > o ) 0o, where a is measured in
the same direction as d and the same conditions
apply as above, then the amplitudes of the com-
ponents leaving the section are rl cos (, - d) in
the direction of the reference principal vibration axis,
and a sin (" - 0)/x in the orthogonal direction.
On resolution by the analyzer these become c cos
(" - 0) cos d and a sin (o - g) sin d/x respectively,
so that the intensity of the light leaving the analyzer
is now proportional to:

o' cost (o - !  n  t  a - s i n t  ( a  -  0 ) s i n t  d
Y) cos- d -r

(8 )

(7)

If a : 0 this simplifies to:

at cost  d

4. Conditions ol Equality for Pleochroic Crystals

Again let us find values of d necessary to obtain
equality of intensity of light transmitted by the
analyzer for various values (i and ii) of o.

( A )  ( i ) a : 0 o ;
(i i) a : 90'.

From equations (5) and (6):

o-  srn d , ,- 2  + l I - c o s  d
x

. ,  ^ e" cost g sint d: rr- srn- d cos- A + ------T-
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so that tan4 o - (*' + l) tan' 0 * x2 : o
and 0 : 45"

o r t a n  d :  x .

( B )  ( i ) a : 0 ' ;
(ii) d : d.

From equations (5) and (8):

a'sin' 0 ,* c'coso o : a' cos' o
x-

so that x' + 1 : tan' o + (x" f 1) cos' o

a n d t a n  0 :  x .
( c )  ( D  a :  o ;

(ii) a : n|,where n is anY integer.

From equations (7) and (8):

e' cos'o cost (a - o)

,  a ' s i n "  o s i n ' ( a  -  d )  2  , - - 2 , n: 4  c o s  d

(tan' o . \
so that \-;t- 

- t,/ 
sin' (no - o) : o;

hence either sin' (n0 - d) : 0
a n d n | :  0

so that n : I (which is the
equality used)

o r 0 : 0 ( w h i c h i s
invalid)

o r t a n 0 : x .

We may therefore conclude that a position exists

for a biabsorbant section at 0 = tan-l.tr when the

intensity of the light transmitted by the analyzer

remains independent of the value of 
". 

This is con-

sistent with the equalities derived for non-pleochroic

sections; for when x i l, tan-lx = 45".

Effect of Interference on Light Transmitted
by the Analyzer

In the above discussion we have ignored the efiect

of interference produced by a phase difference re-

sulting between the two components of coherent
light on leaving the birefringent section and resolu-
tion by the analyzer. Nevertheless, such interference
must result in a change in the intensity of the light
transmitted by the analyzer both with variation of
the retardation involved and with variation of o.
The final intensity therefore is not the sum of the
square of the wo component amplitudes but be-
comes proportional to the square of their resultant

amplitude. Variations in retardation in any section
of uniform thickness are, however, absent and so
need not be co'nsidered. but variations in o cause

a marked change in the value of the resultant ampli-

tude, reaching a maximum between the limits of

a = 0o and 90' when d = 45". In order that the

equalities derived above may remain true it is there-

fore necessary to eliminate this effect. Fortunately

this may be achieved by simply reducing the thick-

ness of the section, or inserting a compensator, until

the total retardation produced 1s (2n - 1)x"/4;

where n is any integer and tro the wavelength in a

vacuum of the light to be used. The two components

leaving the section will then possess the characteris-

tics of sine and cosine functions. On resolution by

the analyzer the sum of the square of the amplitude

of these functions gives the square of the amplitude

of their resultant. However, as noted above, the

square of the resultant amplitude determines the in-

tensity of the light transmitted by the analyzer. This

relationship is thus identical in form to equations
(1) to (8). All equalit ies derived assuming no

interference therefore also hold true for this retarda-

tion.

Comparison of Light Intensities

In order to determine the value of x we must

therefore co,mpare the intensities of light transmitted

by the analyzer for different values of a while the

value of d for the section on the microscope stage

is adjusted. Fortunately, the petrological microscope

provides within its normal construction the basic

requirements of a flicker photometer, a simple de-

vice which enables the intensity of different light

sources to be readily compared. Briefly, its prin-

ciple is that two light sources are made available

to an observer in moderately rapid alternation, that

is at between about 1O to 25 alternations per

second. If the sources are of equal intensity no

flickering is seen. By using a small electric motor to

rotate the polarizer of a petrological microscope
(Durrance, 1967), a speed of 2.25 to 6.25 revolu-

tions per second will produce alternations between

a = 0o and a : 90' within this range. However,

by rotating the polarizer in this fashion we are pro-

ducing light intensities transmitted by the analyzer

for all values of o. Thus only if the intensity of light

transmitted by the analyzer is independent of 
" 

will

no flickering be observed through the eyepiece of the

microscope. As noted above, this condition is only

fulfilled when a birefringent section is placed on the

microscope stage with the principal vibration axis

of maximum transmission at an angle 0 (: tan-'x)

to the privileged direction of the analyzer.

E. M. DURRANCE
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r (= tan d) thus gives a measure both of the
amplitude ratio of the components along the two
principal vibration axes in the section, and the
orientation of the principal vibration axis showing
maximum transmission. By normal methods these
results may then be related to the ordinary (-) and
extraordinary (e) vibration paths.

Biabsorption Coefficient

The amplitude qt of light,transmitted by a medium
possessing an absorption index K is given by the
function a1 : es-2*tKl^ where au is the amplitude of
the incident light, r the path length in the medium
and ,1, the wave length of the light in the medirim
(Condon,1967).

In the case of a birefringent medium the values of
K and ,l for the ordinary wave path (K., I,) wiU
differ from those for the extraordinary wave path
(K., r.) . Transmitted anrplitudes are thus:

Q t '  :  A  e - 2 r t K 6 / l ' @

a n d a r , :  q ' - 2 t t K ' 7 s "

hence

A t .  _  
e 2 * t ( K , / ^ . ^ R d / t  

@ l ,

Q t ,

In terms of intensities of transmitted light (11) :

1 , .  
-  a , . ' -  

-  ^ t r t ( K t / r . t -  K c / r , @ ) .

1 , ,  
-  

a , , ' - '  '

therefore

/ r  \

K, _ K.:Iu?
tr. I, 4rt

Mandarino (1959a) gives the expression:

r"r"(L)
K , _  K "

where K. - K, is defined as the biabsorption co-
efficient (Q), and \o is the wavelength of tight in a
vacuum. In this equation he assumed (incorrectly)
that tro is unaltered in value in passing through the
medium. In practice, Q is therefore better expressed as:

/-e - ""\^"\^.  
^-  /

This modification does not, however, question the
usefulness of the biabsorption coefficient.

In the rotating polarizer method described above.

the value of x equals or exceeds unity, hence tan-' x
must equal or exceed 45o. Therefore if a,, ) a,,
(positive biabsorption. because then K. > K,):

o t '  :  x :  t a n  o
A t ,

and

o:

Alternatively if a,.
because then K. < K,):

cot 0

tr,,ln cot d
O :

Accuracy

To achieve maximum accuracy in thc nlcasure-
mcnt of Q using this method, it is advisable to de-
termine the average of the value of d, for minimum
flicker, for each of the four 90o quadrants of rotation
of the section. With an ordinary, well-adjusted
microscope and visual location of the position of
minimum fl icker an angular l imit of d i 0.5' is
then easily obtained. After the acquisition of a little
skil l  on the part of the observer this can, without
difficulty, be reduced to 0 ! A.25o.

The limit to the accuracy with which d may be
determined is the only source of error in the method,
and is independent of both the wavelength of the
light used and the thickness of the section. However,
the percentage error in Q, resultant upon this angular
limit, is dependent upon the magnitude of d. That is,
for small positive or negative values of Q (where d
= 45o ) the error is a maximum. This relationship
is identical to that experienced by Mandarino
(1959b) who used a double image method for the
measurement of Q. A detailed comparison of the
accuracy of the rotating polarizer and double image
methods is given in Table 1.

Apart from the broad inverse correlation between
percentage error and the magnitude of Q, Table 1
also shows that even with an angular limit of d I
0.5' the rotating polarizer method achieves an ac-
curacy of the same order as tha.t found using the
double image method. As would be expected, there-
fore, when the angular limit of the rotating polarizer
method is d :L 0.25' a greater accuracy is obtained

tr,,In tan d.
2trt

a,. (negative biabsorption,

(f,r o 1

Q r ,  x

and

2trl
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Tesre 1. Percentage Errors for Double Image and Rotating
Polarizer Methods

Doub le  rn€e

4 ' r o - :  o . :o  !  o ,z ro

d. Angular limits in the order of d :t 0.05o can be

obtained with this arrangement.
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than with the double image method. Furthermore,
the rotating polarizer method lends itself to refine-
ment, without the need for sophisticated ancillary
equipment, should even greater accuracy be required.
This is achieved by monitoring, on an oscilloscope,
the output from a photovoltaic cell mounted on the
eyepiece of the microscope. As the seotion is rotated
on the stage, the amplitude of the alternating signal
varies. The position of minimum amplitude yields




